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l?Escalade of 1602:
History, Myth, and Commemoration
by Jill Fehleison

L' Escalade, the Duke of Savoy's failed attack against Geneva in December 1602, is to the annals of this city not unlike the Fourth of July
is to the popular culture of the United States. The colorful narrative of
L'Escalade has all the necessary ingredients for a historical event to
become mythical: heroes, villains, deception, and success. There is a
universal appeal to a story about ordinary citizens triumphing over a
larger invading army. The brazenness of the attack is an enduring image
that has proven highly malleable for poets, preachers, and politicians,
and L'Escalade 's celebration has continued through the years to inspire
and entertain the citizens of Geneva. A flourish of publications appears
every 50 years or so to commemorate the event though very little has
been written about it in English. Marking the event with a remembrance
began almost immediately after its conclusion and continues today as
an annual civic celebration.
The Events of December 1602

The earliest accounts of that first day of winter in December 1602
come from the records of the City Council and from the registers of
the Company of Pastors.' The Journal of Esaie Colladon also includes
a lengthy entry for the event and its immediate aftermath.2 The attack
1

Registres des Conseils, Archives d'Etat, Geneva, Switzerland, vol. 97 (1602), folio 192 recto and verso and folio 193. This portion of the register was reprinted in Olivier
Fatio and Beatrice Nicollier, Comprendre L'Escalade: Essai de Geopolitique Genevoise
(Geneve: Labor et Fides, 2002), pp. 92-96; Registres de la Compagnie des Pasteurs de
Geneve. Vol. 8, 1600-1603, edited by Gabriella Cahier and Matteo Campagnolo (Geneve:
Librairie Droz, 1986), pp. 174-81.
2
Esaie Colladon, Journal d'Esaie Colladon: Memoires sur Geneve, 1600-1605
(Geneva: J. Jullien, 1883), pp. v-ix, 44-53. Colladon was a preacher, professor, and occasional doctor who lived in Geneva from 1594 until his death in 1611. His Journal was
little known before its publication in 1883 and is a valuable source for the critical years at
the beginning of the seventeenth century.
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occurred on the first day of winter, but is dated based on the older Julian
calendar because Geneva had not adopted the Gregorian calendar as
of 1602, thus L'Escalade is celebrated on December 12 instead of December 22. 3 The standard narrative that has provided the basis for most
versions was published anonymously in Geneva in 1603 and circulated
throughout Europe.4
"Surprise" was the immediate response of the Council of State
of Geneva. 5 Shortly after midnight on Sunday, December 12, a small
band of Savoyard troops-300 well-armed men-under the leadership
of Charles de Simiane d' Albigny, lieutenant general for the Duke of
Savoy, Charles-Emmanuel I, approached the city of Geneva undetected, carrying three ladders with which to scale the city walls.6 The first
person to climb the ladder over the wall was Gerbel de Sonas, a local
notable who wanted personal revenge for the death of his father at the
hands of Geneva during the battle of Monthoux in 1591.7
The troops scaled the walls and entered the city without raising
alarm. The Duke of Savoy stayed nearby in Etrembieres, where Albigny
sent him word of their initial success. The Duke reportedly had traveled
to Etrembieres in disguise under the name, "Monsieur l'ambassadeur"
from his home in Turin to follow the progress of the attack. 8 Albigny's
message was premature, and soon the Duke's troops were discovered by
several soldiers, including Fran~ois Boussezel who uttered the words
"qui vive" and discharged his arquebus; he was set upon by the Savoyard invaders and died of his injuries, but the city had been alerted to
the enemies in its streets.9 On their discovery, the Savoyard troops in
3
Chansons de L'Escalade precedes d'un Precis historique sur l'Escalade, et de
Notices sur lafete det sur Les chanson (Geneve: Jullien & Fils, 1845), p. 3.
4
Vray discours de la miraculeuse deliverance envoyee de Dieu a la ville de Geneve,
le 12. lour de decembre. [Geneva], 1603. According to Chansons de L'Escalade, Jacob
Spon's Histoire de la republique de Geneve, first published in 1680 includes almost all of
this early account. There is an English translation of Spon's work The History of the City
and State of Geneva (London: Bernard White, 1687). References are taken from Spon's
English translation.
5
Patio, p. 92.
6
Patio, p. ; Chansons de L'Es~alade, p. 2 n. 6, Albigny had been a leader of the
Catholic League in Dauphiny but came into the service of the duke of Savoy with the
death of King Henri III of France in 1589.
1
Chansons de L'Escalade, p. 5.
8
Chansons de L'Escalade, pp. 3, 5.
9
Chansons de L'Escalade, p. 5.
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Geneva divided into four groups and scattered towards various positions throughout the city. 10 Chaos ensued as the Duke's troops tried to
reach the city gates to let in the rest of the attack force while the inhabitants of Geneva, many awakened by the alarms, desperately tried
to prevent the conquest of their city. Despite the initial danger of the
incursion, the sounding of the alarm proved successful and Albigny and
his men retreated, leaving behind fifty-four dead. 11
Citizens of the town strongly defended their city, taking thirteen of
the Duke's soldiers prisoner during the hasty retreat. The city quickly
condemned these men to death, and they were hanged. The heads of
those executed and killed in battle were displayed on the wall where
the troops had entered the city, and their bodies were thrown into the
Rhone River.
While some questioned Geneva's swift and brutal justice, the
magistrates of the city said the men were thieves and looters, not prisoners of war, and received appropriate sentences for those crimes. 12
Geneva lost only 17 men, who were buried in the cemetery in the
Plainpalais; the city erected a monument behind the church of SaintGervais praising the men who died a "glorious and honorable death"
for the Republic.13 The leaders of the city saw the success against the
Duke as a sign of God's favor. The city celebrated its victory immediately with religious observances which included singing the 124th
Psalms, reportedly led by the grand old man himself Theodore Beza,
who had retired from preaching several years before. 14 Appropriately,
in the 124th Psalms, Israel praises God for deliverance from its enemies proclaiming, "if the Lord had not been on our side when people
attacked us, they would have swallowed us alive when their anger
flared against us." 15
Geneva retaliated against the Duke with sorties against neighboring villages under his control, even taking prisoners. Pierre Petit, a disgraced Reformed minister who had converted to Catholicism in a very

°Chansons de L'Escalade, p. 5.

1

11

Spon, The History of the City and State of Geneva, p. 155
Spon, The History of the City and State of Geneva, p. 155.
13
Chansons de L'Escalade, p. 10.
14
Spon, The History of the City and State of Geneva, p. 156.
15
Psalm 124:2-3; http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalms%20
124&version=NIV&interface=print accessed 20 Aug. 2012.
12
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public celebration in 1598 was captured during one of these sorties; the
city decided against his execution and instead ransomed him back to
the Duke of Savoy. 16 Negotiations between the Duke and Geneva concluded with the treaty of St. Julien in the summer of 1603. 17 The treaty
put an end to two decades of Charles-Emmanuel I's aggression towards
Geneva. The agreement formally recognized Geneva's independence
that would last until 1798 when the events of the French Revolution
overtook the city.
The attack by the Duke came at a critical period for Geneva and
its successful repulse proved to be a boost for the beleaguered Protestant city. Geneva had faced a steady march of aggression from CharlesEmmanuel I after he succeeded his father in 1580. He invaded the Pays
de Gex in 1589, a Protestant region bordering Geneva and under its
protection, where his troops had brutalized the region's populations. 18
Additionally, the Duke sponsored the leadership of future bishop and
saint Frarn;ois de Sales 's Catholic mission in the villages along Lake
Geneva since 1594, a blatant attempt to lure the rural population away
from the Protestant faith they had converted to in the 1530s. Geneva was
increasingly isolated in the 1590s, both politically and religiously. The
Swiss Protestant city of Berne had made a separate peace with the Duke
of Savoy in 1589, 19 leaving Geneva to fend for itself, and King Henri
IV's conversion to Catholicism left Geneva without its most powerful
religious compatriot, although France remained a political ally. Protestants throughout Europe saw Geneva's ability to push back the enemy
as a sign of God's desire to preserve the Reformed church. L'Escalade
16
Colladon, Journal d'Esaie Colladon, p. 74, contains an entry for 26 March 1603,
that Pierre Petit was briefly captured but someone paid "100 ducatons" for his release.
Petit had converted during a Forty Hours Devotion, a celebration during the Catholic
mission in the duchy of Chablais; for more on Petit see Fehleison, Boundaries of Faith:
Catholics and Protestants in the Diocese of Geneva (Kirksville, Mo.: Truman State University Press, 2010), pp. 76-7.
17
Bernard Gagnebin, "Les Consequences Diplomatiques de L'Escalade et Le Traite de Saint-Julien, 1602-1603," in Paul-F. Geisendorf, ed., L'Escalade de Geneve-1602
(Geneva: A. Jullien, 1952), pp. 260-67.
18
Alain Dufour, Laguerre de 1589-1593 (Geneva: A. Jullien, 1958); and Simon
Goulard, Memoires de la Ligue contenant Les Evenemens Les Plus Remarquables depuis
1576,jusqu'a la Paix accordee entre le Roi de France & le Roi D'Espagne, en 1598, 6
vols. Nouvelle Edition (Amsterdam: Arkstee & Merkus, 1758) 4: pp. 703-719.
19
Paul Martin, Trois Cas de Pluralisme Confessionnel aux XVI et XVII Siecles (Geneva:
A.
Jullien, 1961), pp. 61, 66.
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was a pivotal event that validated Geneva's civic structure and its continued adherence to Reformed doctrine.
Who Knew of the Duke's Plan?

In the case of L'Escalade, the adage that the victor writes history
holds true. The failure of the Duke's troops to take the city was a
humiliating defeat for Charles-Emmanuel I, and not surprisingly, Savoy's history has tended not to dwell on the failure. In contrast, Geneva
rapidly employed its extensive publishing industry, long utilized for
religious and polemical tracts, to disseminate its version of events,
which became the standard narrative. Geneva was also quick on the
diplomatic front, with the secretary of state dispatching accounts of the
attack the following day to his Protestant brethren in Berne, Zurich,
Basie, and Schaffhausen.20 By promoting its version of events, Geneva
gained an important advantage.
Most accounts of L'Escalade highlight the duke's duplicity before the attack. The duke had made "declarations" just days before the
attack that he wanted to live in peace. He had even sent the President
of the Senate of the Savoy from Chambery to the magistrates in Geneva to deliver this message. 21 Chroniclers note that the Duke's army
was comprised of Spaniards, Italians, and Frenchmen and this international composition was interpreted, at least by Protestants, as a sign
of a larger plot of the Catholic League. The initial assault carried out
by 300 of the Duke's best men was commanded by Albigny, a strong
supporter of the League in France. Several accounts claimed that the
soldiers shouted "Ville gaignee, vive Espaigne, vive Savoye" as they
entered the city .22
The link Geneva made between Spain and Savoy is not surprising since Spanish mercenaries were a frequent presence in the region.
Fear of Spanish mercenaries was a common theme in Protestant writing

20
Letter reproduced in J. Gaberel, Deux Recits Officiels de L'Escalade (Geneve:
Jules-Guillaume Fick, 1868), p. 3.
21
J. Gaberel, L'Escalade, son Origine et Ses Consequences (Geneve: Ch. Gruaz,
1852), p. 9.
22
The True discoverie of the Duke of Savoy his enterprise upon the cittie Geneve
(1603), p. 4; Registres de la Compagnie des Pasteurs, p. 8. Page 175 states that they soldiers shouted "Ville prise! Vive Espagne!"
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of the period. Simon Goulart, member of the company of pastors and
chronicler of the Reformed movement, claimed that Spanish soldiers
were monsters in his account of the Duke's attacks in 1589 on villages
on the outskirts of Geneva.23 Even local Catholics were wary of Spanish troops. Franc;ois de Sales had requested that Spanish troops avoid
the area during Catholic celebrations of 1598.24 Linking the Catholic
League and Spain to L'Escalade resonated with Protestants throughout
Europe. In contrast the people of Geneva were portrayed as a citizen
militia who united on a cold winter night to protect their city and their
embattled faith. These contrasting images would be repeated through
the centuries.
Most accounts link the origin of the plan to the Catholic Jubilee
celebrated in the region during the summer of 1602.25 In this narrative,
the Duke used the cover of the religious celebration to arrange the conspiracy against Geneva with several Frenchmen who were supporters of
the Catholic League. 26 After the Jubilee celebration, tensions between
Geneva and the Duke of Savoy were high during the late summer and
early fall. The Jubilee brought Catholic visitors into the region, and
there were many ducal troops, mostly Spanish, stationed nearby. Geneva
was so nervous that it asked Berne to send three or four hundred soldiers
to bolster its defenses.27 Certainly the Jubilee was meant as a religious
challenge to Geneva, but was it also a cover for military planning?
How much did the Pope and the Bishop of Geneva know about the
Duke's plans? Both Pope Clement VIII and Bishop Claude de Granier
surely wanted the city of Geneva returned to Catholicism, but was a
military assault what they had in mind? As the Reformation spread,
the Bishop of Geneva fled the city of his namesake in 1533, and with
that exile, the diocese lost its Cathedral and much of its income producing property .28 While the diocese had made progress in converting
23

Goulard, Memoires de la Ligue, 4: pp. 703-719.
F. de Sales to Don Juan de Mendo~a, commander of the Spanish troops, 16 Aug.
1598, in Fran~ois de Sales, Euvres de Saint Franfois de Sales, 26 vols (Annecy: J. Nierat,
1892-1932), 11: pp.347-50.
25
A Catholic Jubilee was a papal sanctioned celebration that normally included a
pilgrimage and indulgences for those who participated.
26
Chansons de L'Escalade, p. 2.
27
Chansons de L'Escalade, p. 2.
28
For a brief narrative of the bishop's plight, see the introduction to Carrie F. Klaus,
ed. and trans.,Jeanne de Jussie: The Short Chronicle (Chicago & London: The University
24
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neighboring villages to Catholicism, Geneva remained a Protestant
stronghold. Paul Geisendorf, in a rather balanced account of the entire
affair, argues that Pope Clement's top priority was to maintain peace
between Spain and the newly reconciled King Henri IV of France. If
Geisendorf's conclusion is correct, the Pope's supposed support of
the Duke's plans would have been unlikely. While both Spain and the
papacy were aware of the Duke's designs on Geneva, in the end it appears that Charles-Emmanuel went forward with the attack on the city
without their support.29
As for the Bishops of Geneva, Claude de Granier was ill and nearing the end of his life; he died while returning from the Jubilee celebration. His successor, Fran~ois de Sales, spent much of 1602 in Paris representing the diocese's interests at the French court. 30 De Sales returned
to Savoy in October on receiving news of the death of de Granier, and
spent the rest of year in Sales, his hometown, tending family business until his formal consecration as bishop in Annecy on December
8, 1602.31 His lack of residency makes it unlikely he was privy to the
Duke's plan.
It is not surprising that Geneva saw a larger Catholic plot in most
of the Duke's and the diocese's actions. The activities of the Catholic
League and the ongoing war of words between the Company of Pastors and the Jesuits are indicators of the pressure felt by Geneva. 32 Not
surprisingly, these confrontations would provide the context of events
related in the Protestant narratives of l'Escalade.
In his history of Geneva, Jacob Spon claims that a Scottish Jesuit went with the Duke's troops and heard their confessions before
they scaled the wall. 33 The belief that Clement VIII, Philip III of Spain,
and Fran~ois de Sales were involved in the plot remained an enduring
part of the narrative. Geneva had many enemies who were Catholic and
viewed threats to the city from any of them as part of an international
29

Geisendorf, L'Escalade de Geneve-1602, pp. 151-52.
Some parishes had been given to the French in the treaty of Lyons completed
between Henri IV and Charles-Emmanuel I in 1601.
31
EJ. Lajeunie, Saint Francis de Sales: The Man, The Thinker, His Influence, 2
vols. (Bangalore: S.F.S. Publications, 1986),1: p. 443.
32
Beza participated in a publication battle with Scottish Jesuit John Hay for much
of the 1580s. He also blamed the Jesuits for spreading rumors about him, including that
he had a death bed conversion to Catholicism in the late 1590s.
33
Spon, p. 152.
30
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conspiracy with ties to Rome. The account of the attack in the registers
of the company of pastors asserts that the ultimate goal of the conspirators was to "exterminate the rest of the Huguenots." 34 While there is no
doubt that the Duke was a real threat to the city, the risks his actions
posed to Catholic Christendom likely indicate that a larger organized
plan did not exist.
In the nineteenth century, Catholic historians began to publish
accounts of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries from their perspective, and as a result Protestant and Catholic historians debated the role
of Catholic officials in the region around Geneva. 35 Catholic historians,
including Fran~ois Fleury, highlighted Fran~ois de Sales's career before he ·became bishop, especially his missionary work in the duchy of
Chablais. There de Sales had clashed with the Reformed leadership of
Geneva, including Theodore Bez!l and Antoine de la Faye, in person and
in print. Fleury also discounted claims that the Jubilee was a cover for
any military planning.36
Protestant pastor and historian Jean Gaberel was particularly
vehement in the assertion that the Pope, with de Sales as his agent,
were central figures in the plans for L'Escalade. Gaberel claimed that
de Sales was the "directeur de la conscience ducale," and it was he
who convinced the Duke to carry through with the planned conquest of
Geneva. 37 The problem with this theory is that de Sales was in Paris
from the end of January until September of 1602 and only returned to
Savoy in October on the news of Claude de Granier's death. 38 There is
nothing in de Sales 's correspondence or other writing to indicate that he
knew anything about the planned attack.
Furthermore, while a great defender of the Counter Reformation,
de Sales 's action demonstrate that he preferred less aggressive methods
of spiritual conquest to military ones. Throughout his ecclesiastical career, de Sales favored non-violent methods of conversion and abhorred

34

Registres de la Compagnie des Pasteurs, 8: p. 176.
L'Abbe [Fran~ois] Fleury, St. Franrois de Sales Le P. Cherubin et Les Ministres
de Geneve (Paris: Librairie Saint-Joseph, 1864).
36
Fleury, St. Franrois de Sales Le P. Cherubin, pp. 46-7.
37
J. Gaberel, L'Escalade, son Origine et Ses Consequences (Geneve: Imprimerie
Ch. Gruaz, 1852), p. 7
38
For a discussion of de Sales's time in Paris, see Fehleison, Boundaries or Faith,
pp.
109-10;
and Lejeunie, 1: pp. 430-42.
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol49/iss1/3
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being pulled into political conflicts.39 E.J. Lajeunie notes that there is
no way to definitively know what information de Sales might have had
about the Duke's plan, but the evidence is silent on the matter.40 At the
end of the day, the majority of the direct evidence pointed to an enterprise of the Duke alone.
Celebration and Commemoration

The citizens offered thanks to God in the churches throughout
Geneva in the weeks after the failed attack.41 The annual commemoration of the victory began the following year on December 12, 1603,
when the inhabitants of Geneva were called to the churches to sing
Psalms and listen to sermons. In the immediate years after L'Escalade,
there was an annual banquet for the heroes and over time this feast grew
to include the entire population .42 The communal celebration continued
to grow and become more elaborate, but remained a combination of ·
religious services and popular festivities.
The eighteenth century saw conflict over the appropriate celebration of L'Escalade as elites and populists fought for control of the city.
The sermons ended in 1785 by order of the civic leaders because they
offended the Catholic prince in Turin.43 The revolutionary government
that took over Geneva revived the celebration in 1793, and a minister
Isaac Anspach used L'Escalade in a sermon to justify the new revolutionary constitution. He told his audience that the city had forgotten
the courage and patriotism of its ancestors.44 Throughout his sermon,
Anspach wove the ideas of the eighteenth century, including nature,
liberty, and republicanism, with religion and in doing so he linked the
revolutionary events of 1793 to the successful defense of the city in
1602.45 While he made only a few explicit references to L'Escalade,
his audience would have made the link between the two events that
39

See Fehleison, Boundaries of Faith, ch. 3 and Thomas A. Donlan, "The Reform
of Zeal: Fran~ois de Sales and Militant Catholicism during the French Wars of Religion"
(PhD diss., The University of Arizona, 2011).
40
Lajeunie, Saint Francis de Sales, 1: pp. 445-46.
41
Registres de la Compagnie des Pasteurs, 8: pp. 177-78.
42
Chansons de L'Escalade, p. 13.
43
Chansons de L'Escalade, p. 13.
44
Sermon Pour L'Escalade (1793), p. 3.
45
Sermon Pour L'Escalade, pp. 4-11.
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occurred almost two hundred years apart. Despite periodic official
efforts to control the celebration, the people continued to commemorate
the event, often privately within families, even when the public celebration was banned.46 L'Escalade's celebration proved to be malleable and
enduring.
Numerous songs were written about the exploits including some
composed shortly after the event. The most famous is "Ce qu' e laino"
(Celui qui est la-haut-He who is up there) first appeared in 1603 and
became an anthem for the city; it is still sung today in the old Genevan dialect. "Ce qu'e laino" has sixty-eight verses, but normally only
the first four are sung for the annual celebration.47 Several dozen songs
composed through the years about the event survive.48 Some of these
songs highlight the deliverance of the people of Geneva with God's help
while others celebrate the bravery of the citizens.49 More playful ballads
mock the Duke of Savoy's failed plan.50 Plays, including one produced
in 1865, recreate the dramatic event for broader audiences and continue
to remind successive generations of Genevans of their ancestors' heroism.51
Today the celebration of the L'Escalade continues and consists of
people dressed in period costumes, processions, and bonfires. Children
in costumes seek treats at bistros as the festivities are now for all ages.
Along the Passage de Monetier (which is opened just for the night) revelers enjoy hot wine on a cold evening. A group of reenactors, known as
the "Company of 1602," patrol the city on horseback. Hot soup is served
at the Ancien Arsenal because the mythology of L'Escalade claims
that a Mere Royaume poured a pot of soup onto the Savoyard soldiers
outside her windows. No celebration is complete without a chocolate
replica of her famous soup pot filled with marzipan vegetables. 52 After
46

Chansons de L'Escalade (1845), p. 14.
Chansons de L'Escalade (1845), pp. 20-24, has reprints of all 68 verses in the
original patois and more modem French; for details about the modem day celebration see
http://www.geneve-tourisme.ch/?rubrique=0000000577 &lang=_eng accessed 11 Aug.
2012.
48
Chansons de L'Escalade (1845), pp. 24-41.
49
Chansons de L'Escalade (1845), pp. 24-28.
50
Chansons de L'Escalade (1845), pp. 31-2.
51
A.-L.-Jules Mulhauser, L' Escalade ou Geneve en 1602: Drame National en Trois
Actes, Cinq Tableaux (Lausanne: Tissot, 1865).
52
http://www.geneve-tourisme.ch/?rubrique=0000000577 &lang=_eng accessed
11 Aug. 2012.
41
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410 years, the cold December evening is still full of surprises, but only
festive ones.

Conclusion
The chroniclers of L'Escalade transformed the dramatic moment
into an enduring mythical image that could be used through the centuries
to reaffirm religious faith and to foster patriotic pride. The actual event
of 1602, emerged from a complex world and had significant political
and religious causes and consequences; stopping the Duke of Savoy's
troops from overrunning the city helped ensure the survival of Geneva
as a free Protestant city. The continued celebration of Geneva's unlikely
success that cold night in December 1602 reminds us that cultures need
touchstones that link thein with their storied pasts.

- Quinnipiac University
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